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leadership • Nebraska Patterns tn Communities 
By Jack Ruff 
Introduction 
IN THE SUMMER of 1979, the Center for Applied Urban Research under-
took a study of leadership patterns and 
styles in Nebraska communities with 
populations of 2,500 to 5,000. Although 
that study focused its primary efforts on 
developing linkages between training pro-
grams and community development, the 
data provide some useful information 
related to the leadership structure of 
these communities. These data, describ-
ing the individuals who comprise the 
leadership structure in the study com-
munities, are the focus of this article. 
The communities that constituted 
the base for this study are: Auburn, 
Aurora, Broken Bow, Central City, 
Cozad, Crete, Gothenburg, Kimball, 
Minden, O'Neill, Schuyler, Superior, 
Valentine, Wahoo, and West Point. • 
Leadership Determination and Data 
Gathering 
One problem that needed to be ad-
dressed was how to determine community 
lea.ders. The approach used was to contact 
the chief administrative officers in the 
cities and also within the chambers of 
commerce and ask them: "All things 
considered, who are the 10 most influ-
ential persons in your community in 
regard to community and economic 
development?" The lists from the cham-
bers of commerce and the chief adminis-
trative officers in the cities were then 
• Ralston was excluded because its prox-
imity to Omaha made nearly impossible the 
measurement of its community development 
factors separate from Omaha's. Ogallala was 
excluded because its population was estimated 
in excess of 5,000. 
Data for this article were gathered 
while preparing a report entitled 
The Impact of Leadership Training 
on the Development of Selected 
Nebraska Communities. That study 
was funded, in part, by a grant 
from Title V of the Rural Develop-
ment Act of 1972 from the College 
of Agriculture, University of 
Nebraska-Lincoln. 
compared. As Table 1 shows, five of the 
15 study communities did not have 
two lists for comparison. However, 
of the ten communities having two 
lists, the number of leaders iden~fied on 
both averaged 3.9 per community. 
Combining lists supplied by both the city 
and the chamber of commerce produced 
an average of 13 leaders per community. 
The public and private community and 
economic development leadership struc-
tures appeared to be comprised of sub-
stantially different people. 
Of the 19 5 leaders identified, personal 
interviews were conducted with 114. 
Table 2 shows the distribution of those 
interviews. 
Leadership Characteristics 
As the researchers examined the 
informants' lists of community leaders 
and conducted personal interviews, one 
of the factors that became obvious was 
that few women were identified as being 
leaders in economic and community 
development. Indeed, only 11 of the 
195 identified leaders were women. 
The age distribution of those identified 
as community leaders was rather homoge-
neous. The median age was 51 years. 
Leadership age structures varied among 
communities with Central City having 
the youngest median age, 43.5 years, and 
Aurora having the oldest, 60.0 years. 
Table 3 shows that only two of the 114 
leaders interviewed were under 30 and 
only five were over 70. 
Community leaders in Nebraska com-
munities with populations between 2,500 
and 5,000 tended to be rather well edu-
cated. Table 4 shows that the "some 
college" category contained the- largest 
number of residents. However, if the 
"completed college," "graduate school," 
and "professional degree" categories are 
combined, 44.7 percent of the leaders 
completed a higher education program. 
Leadership Pattern 
The principal questions guiding the 
presentation of these data are : 1) ~hat 
is the occupation of the leader? 2) What 
ties does the leader have to the com-
munity? 3) What is the mix between 
institutional leaders, policy leaders, and 
social activists, and 4) What type of skills 
do these leaders feel contributed to their 
success as leaders? 
Occupations and Community Ties 
Owners and managers of business 
enterprises comprised the largest group 
of leaders. Financial managers were 
the next largest grouping with service 
professionals third. Table 5 compares 
occupation ·to educational attainment. 
In an effort to determine the types 
and strengths of ties that leaders had 
to the community, the question was 
asked, "Position and family history are 
sometimes important in determining 
whether or not a person is recognized as 
a community leader. Would you tell me 
a little about yourself and your family? 
For example, how long have you lived 
here? Do you have other family ties here? 
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And what is your age?" 
Responses to this probe were then 
grouped according to the proportion of 
life spent in the community. 
As Table 6 reveals, natives of the 
community and those who lived in the 
community all of their adult li~es com-
prised only 21 percent of the local influ-
entials, but those who lived most of 
their adult lives in the community com-
prised over 3 7 percent of the leadership 
structure. 
Leadership Position 
An important factor in the study of 
leadership was to determine the role 
that community leaders played in local 
decisions. By analyzing survey data on 
the positions that leaders held in the 
community and their involvement in 
community development issues, the 
researchers classified the respondents 
into four leadership roles or position 
categories. First were the institutional 
leaders. These persons were community 
leaders by virtue of their family back-
grounds or because they were heads of 
community organizations who were gen-
erally interested in the community wel-
fare. The second leadership classification 
grou p was the policy makers. These 
individuals held public office (i.e., mayor, 
councilman, or administrator) or were 
private citizens (i.e., developers, chamber 
managers) and were active in setting 
development policy goals for the com-
munity. Third were the social activists. 
Leadership was best obtained by 
working in an established organi-
zation or by being involved in 
community and economic develop-
ment. 
These leaders were generally private 
citizens who, by sheer commitment of 
time and energy, broughtaboutorassisted 
the development of the community. Last 
were the institutional policy makers. 
This group was made up predominately 
of private individuals who were heads 
of local organizations directly involved 
in development policies who held high 
status positions in the community and 
were active in setting development policy 
goals. Figure 1 shows the primary sources 
of legitimacy by leadership type. 
Of the community leaders surveyed 39 
percent were classified as institu tiona) 
policy makers, 3 7 percent as institu tiona! 
leaders, 21 percent as policy makers, and 
TABLE 1 
INFORMANT IDENTIFICAT ION BY COMMUNI TY 
Number of Number of 
Leaders Leaders Total Number of 
Identif ied Identified Number of Leaders 
by City by Chamber Leaders Informants 
In formant Informant Named Agreed Upon 
Auburn 10 10 14 6 
Aurora 10 10 14 6 
Broken Bow N.A. 10 10 N.A. 
Central City 10 N.A. 10 N.A. 
Cozad 10 10 16 4 
Crete 6 10 11 5 
Gothenburg 10 10 15 5 
Kimball 9 10 18 1 
Minden N.A. 10 10 N.A. 
O'Nei ll 10 10 14 6 
Schuyler N.A. 11 11 N.A. 
Superior 10 10 17 3 
Valentine 3 5 8 0 
Wahoo 10 N.A. 10 N.A. 
West Point 10 10 17 3 
-- -- -- -
Total 108 126 195 39 
Adjusted average of I 
community leaders~ 9.0 9.7 13.0 3.9 
N.A. = Not Avai lable 
~/Adjusted community averages exclude communities where dat a were not available. 
TABLE 2 
NUMBER OF LEADERS INTERVIEWED BY STUDY COMMUNITY 
Percent of 
Number of Leaders Number Interviewed Total Identified 
Auburn 14 10 71.4 
Aurora 14 7 50.0 
Broken Bow 10 5 50.0 
Central City 10 8 80.0 
Cozad 16 10 62.5 
Crete 11 7 63.6 
Gothenburg 15 8 53.3 
Kimball 18 10 66.7 
Minden 10 6 60.0 
O'Neil l 14 6 42.9 
Schuyler 11 5 45.5 
Superior 17 7 41.2 
Valentine 8 4 50.0 
Wahoo 10 6 60.0 
West Point 17 13 76.5 
-- -- --
Total 195 114 58.5 
TABLE 3 TAB LE 4 
AGE D ISTRIB UTION OF EDUCATI ONA L LEVE L OF 
COMMUN ITY LEADERS COMMUNITY LEADERS 
INTER V IEWED INTER VIEWED 
Percent Percent 
Years Number of Total Number of Total 
20-29 2 1.8 Grade school 1 0.9 
30-39 19 16.7 High school 27 23.7 
40-49 26 22.8 
50-59 37 32.5 
60-69 19 16.7 
Some co llege 34 29.8 
Completed college 30 26.3 
Graduate school 7 6. 1 
70 and over 5 4.4 Professional degree 14 12.3 
Not available 6 5.3 No data avai lable 1 0.9 
- --
- --
114 100.2 Total 114 100.0 
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TABLE 5 
COMPAR ISON OF OCCUPATION AND EDUCATIONA L ATTAINMENT 
Grade 
Occupation School 
Financial manager -
Owner/manager business enterprise 1 
Government employee -
Farmer 
-
Service professional -
Homemaker -
Retired -
TABLE 6 
GROUPINGS OF INTERVIEWEES 
ACCORDING T O THE AMOUNT 
OF LIFE LI VED IN THE 
COMMUNIT Y 
Amount of Li fe Percent 
Lived in Community Number of Total 
Native t o community 20 17.5 
Native but left 
temporarily for 
col lege, military. etc. 25 21.9 
Lived here all adult life 4 3.5 
Reared here, left, then 
returned to retire 3 2.6 
Lived here most of 
adult life 43 37.7 
Relat ively new in town 17 14.9 
New in town 2 1.8 
-- --
Total 114 100.0 
3 percent were in the social activist 
category. 
Table 7 presents a comparison of type 
of leadership with occupation. 
Leadership Skills 
The researchers were interested in 
gathering information concerning how a 
person acquires the skills necessary to 
become recognized as a community 
leader. The interviewees were asked: 
"Over the years, what events or activities 
have contributed most to the develop-
ment of your leadership skills in regard 
to community development? For example, 
was it your education, work experience, 
organization, memberships, leadership 
training workshops, or simply trial and 
error or 'hard knocks'?" 
Educational Attainment 
High Some 
School College 
4 8 
17 19 
3 3 
1 1 
- 1 
- 1 
2 1 
FIGURE 1 
Source of Legitimacy 
Institutional leaders 
Policy makers 
Social activists 
Completed 
College 
10 
13 
4 
-
-
2 
1 
II) 
~ 
-~ 
.... 
II) 
::r: 
X 
Institutional policy makers I 
A related, more succinct, question was 
later asked: "What skills do you have that 
are most useful in your job as a com-
munity leader?" 
Responses were classified into three 
general categories: management skills, 
interpersonal communication skills, and 
technical skills. Among the management 
related skills, the most often mentioned 
were decisiveness, ability to organize, 
ability to do research and get facts, and 
TABLE 7 
Graduate Professional No 
School Degree Data Total 
2 2 - 26 
3 1 1 55 
- -
- 10 
- - - 2 
2 11 - 14 
- - -
3 
- - - 4 
X X 
X X X 
X 
X X 
willingness to stick with the task at hand. 
Interpersonal skills included such things 
as ability to get along with people, 
ability to develop contacts within the 
community, communication skills, and 
promotional ability. The most often 
mentioned technical skills were know-
ledge of city government operations, 
knowledge of banking and financial 
activities, and knowledge of the law. 
Since respondents were given an 
COMPAR ISON OF LEADERSH IP ROLE BY OCCUPATION 
Financial Local Government Service 
Managers Businessmen Employees Professionals Farmers Homemaker Retired Total 
No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % 
Institutional leaders 11 26.2 22 52.4 2 4.8 5 11 .9 0 - 2 4.8 0 - 42 100.1 
Policy makers 2 8.3 13 54.2 5 20.8 1 4.2 0 - 0 - 3 12.5 24 100.0 
Social activists 0 - 0 - 0 - 1 33.3 0 - 1 33.3 1 33.3 3 99.9 
Institutional policy makers 13 28.9 20 44.4 3 6.7 7 15.6 2 4.4 0 - 0 - 45 100.1 
- - - - - - - --
Total 26 22.8 55 48.2 10 8.8 14 12.3 2 1.8 3 2.6 4 3.5 114 100.0 
opportunity to identify as many skills 
as they thought important, a total of 
187 responses was received from the 114 
respondents. Of these responses, 40 
percent could be classified as manage-
ment skills, 39 percent fell into the 
category of skills related to working with 
people, and 21 percent were technical 
skills. Table 8 gives the results. 
Involvement Patterns 
In order to analyze the relationship 
between various leadership characteristics 
and the leaders' involvement in economic 
and community development, the follow-
ing question was asked each respondent: 
"It is next to impossible for most people 
to be involved in all the different types of 
community and economic development 
activities. Will you please tell me in what 
areas you are particularly active?" The 
respondents were then given a list of nine 
closed categories and one open category 
to which they could respond. The largest 
number, 95, indicated that they were 
particularly active in industrial and 
economic development, but this is not 
surprising because the respondents had 
been selected for their community and 
economic development activities. Table 
9 shows the areas of activity on the part 
of the community leaders. 
Only 11 out of 195 identified com-
munity leaders were women. 
When areas of activity were compared 
with the occupations of the various 
community leaders, a few differences 
could be observed. First, financial leaders 
tended to be primarily interested in 
industrial and economic development 
plus agricultural promotion. Local 
businessmen were also interested in 
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TABLE 8 
COM PAR I SON OF MAJOR LEADERSHIP SKILL RESPONSES WITH 
OCCUPATION CATEGORIES OF COMMUNITY LEADERS 
Working 
Management with People Technical 
Occupation Skills Skills Skills Total 
No. % No. % No. % No. % 
Financial managers 16 34.8 13 28.3 17 37.0 46 100.1 
Local businessmen 40 46.0 38 43.7 9 10.3 87 100.0 
Government employees 7 36.8 6 31.6 6 31.6 19 100.0 
Service professionals 6 28.6 9 42.9 6 28.6 21 100.1 
Farmers 1 33.3 2 66.7 0 - 3 100.0 
Homemakers 2 50.0 2 50.0 0 - 4 100.0 
Retirees 3 42.9 3 42.9 1 14.3 7 100.1 
- - - --
Total 75 40.1 73 39.0 39 20.9 187 100.0 
TABLE 9 
NUMBER AND PERCENT OF COMMUNITY LEADERS INVOLVED 
IN COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT BY MAJOR CATEGORY 
Percent of 
Number N=114 
Industrial and economic development 95 83.3 
Cultural arts, recreation 71 62.3 
Public improvements 70 61.4 
Planning and zoning 67 58.8 
Education 67 58.8 
Agricultural 66 57.9 
Health care 62 54.4 
Tourism promotion 57 50.0 
Retail promotion 57 50.0 
OtherE.1 4 3.5 
2_/ Other includes historicnl preservMion. low income ho11sino. and traditional housing 
developments. 
industrial development; however, they 
were also interested in planning and 
zoning and in retail promotion. Govern-
ment workers, on the other hand, were 
more interested in planning and zoning 
and in public improvements than they 
were in industrial and economic develop-
ment. Table 10 gives the results. 
The researchers also attempted to 
measure the perception of the amount 
of influence various leaders believed they 
had on certain types of activities. Each 
TABLE 10 
respondent was asked: "We would also 
like to know in which areas you feel you 
have influence on what is accomplished. 
I'm going to read ten types of activities 
that community leaders may become 
involved in; please tell me whether you 
feel you have a great deal of influence, 
only some, or none at all for each activity." 
Examination of Table 11 shows that 
62 percent of the financial managers 
believed they had great influence on 
industrial and economic development. 
COMPARISON OF COMMUN ITY LEADERS' OCCUPATIONS WITH 
INVOLVEMENT IN COMMUNITY DEVE LOPMENT ACTIVITIES 
Financial Local Government Service 
Managers Businessmen Employees Professionals Other 
(n=26) (n=55) (n=10) (n=14) (n=9) 
No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % 
Industrial and economic development 25 96.2 48 87.3 6 60.0 12 85.7 4 44.4 
Agricultural promotion 24 92.3 31 56.4 3 30.0 3 21.4 5 55.6 
Planning and zoning 12 46.2 35 63.6 7 70.0 8 57.1 5 55.6 
Public Improvements 17 65.4 32 58.2 7 70.0 7 50.0 7 77.8 
Health care 18 69.2 24 43.6 2 20.0 10 71.4 3 33.3 
Cultural/arts and recreation/sports 19 73.1 31 56.4 7 70.0 9 64.3 5 55.6 
Education 16 61.5 29 52.7 6 60.0 12 85.7 4 44.4 
Retail promotion 12 46.2 33 60.0 3 30.0 2 14.3 5 55.6 
Tourism promotion 16 61.5 31 56.4 5 50.0 6 42.9 4 44.4 
Other E.! 1 3.8 3 5.5 0 - 0 - 0 -
2_/ Other includes historica l preservation and low income housing as well as traditional housing developments. 
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TABLE 11 
COMPARISON OF THOSE COMMUNITY LEADERS PERCEIVING A GREAT AMOUNT OF INFLUENCE 
IN COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT ACTIVITIES WITH OCCUPATION 
Great Influence in Financial Local Government 
Community Development Managers Businessmen Employees 
No. % No. % No. % 
Industrial development 16 61.5 26 47.3 4 40.0 
Agricultural promotion 13 50.0 12 21.8 0 -
Planning and zoning 5 19.2 20 36.4 2 20.0 
Public improvements 5 19.2 16 29.1 5 50.0 
Health care 10 38.5 7 12.7 0 -
Cultural/arts and recreation/sports 6 23.1 11 20.0 2 20.0 
Education 6 23.1 12 21.8 2 20.0 
Retail promotion 2 7.7 10 18.2 1 10.0 
Tourism promotion 2 7.7 11 20.0 2 20.0 
Other 0 - 3 5.5 0 -
N Size 26 100.0 55 100.0 10 -
TABLE 12 
CORRELATION OF COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT RANK INGS AND VARIOUS 
COMMUNITY LEADERSHIP CHARACTER ISTICS 
Original Correlation Adjusted Correlation 
with Community with Adjusted Community 
Development Composite Development Composite 
Leadership occupation .198 .539 
Leadership involvement .149 .602 
Average leadership perceived 
influence . 033 .385 
Average level of leader's 
education .073 .497 
Average length of stay in 
community .160 .537 
Average family ties to community .151 .514 
Furthermore, 50 percent of the financial 
managers believed they had a great deal 
of influence on agricultural promotion. 
They seemed to feel much less influential 
in regard to retail promotion and tourism 
promotion. On the other hand, local 
businessmen tended to be much more 
heterogeneous in their feelings of "great 
influence," and they tended to be less 
likely to perceive themselves as having 
great influence. Table 11 shows that 
although local businessmen felt they had 
influence in industrial and economic 
development , they also felt influential 
in a wide range of other public activities. 
Government employees tended to feel 
they had the greatest amount of influence 
in public improvement activities. 
Leadership Characteristics and 
Community Development 
In the larger study the relationship 
between the characteristics of leaders and 
a community's composite development 
index were investigated in some detail. 
Rank order correlations were run against 
a community's composite community 
development ranking and assorted leader-
ship characteristics. The original corre-
lations revealed no significant relationship. 
Examination of the data showed that in 
nearly all instances two or three commu-
nities were showing characteristics counter 
to the overall trend and distorting the 
general picture. In order to test for this, 
the two or three communities that seemed 
not to fit the overall pattern were excluded 
and the remaining 12 or 13 communities 
reranked. • When this was done the 
correlations increased dramatically. Table 
12 presents both the original and adjusted 
correlations. 
As the data indicate, the leadership 
characteristic that showed the strongest 
adjusted correlation with community 
development was the average leadership 
involvement per community. Perhaps 
generalized participation by community 
leaders enhances community develop-
ment. In addition, diversity of occupa-
tional background and a blend between 
natives and newcomers seem to be 
*The communities excluded to obtain the 
adjusted correlations were: Leadership occupa· 
tion-Cozad and West Point; Leadership involve-
ment-Auburn and West Point; Average leader· 
ship perceived influence-Broken Bow, Superior, 
and West Point; Average level of leader's educa· 
tion - Aurora, Broken Bow, and West Point; 
Average length of stay in community-Superior 
and West Point; Average family ties-Minden, 
Wahoo, and West Point. 
Service 
Professionals Other 
No. % No. % 
4 28.6 3 33.3 
1 7.1 1 1 1.1 
1 7.1 3 33.3 
1 7.1 4 44.4 
8 57.1 1 1 1.1 
4 28.6 2 22.2 
3 21.4 0 -
0 - 0 -
3 21.4 0 -
0 - 0 -
14 - 9 -
somewhat important in a progressive 
community's leadership structure. 
Conclusions and Summary 
Leaders in community and economic 
development in Nebraska towns with 
populations between 2,500 and 5,000 
came from many occupational groups. 
The two that provided the largest num-
bers of leaders were business and financial. 
Although the identification of these 
groups as influential in a community's 
economic development program was not 
surprising, the informants in both the 
private and public sectors could only 
agree on 27 percent of those identified 
as leaders. This suggests that leadership 
structure within these communities is 
rather pluralistic; that is, the business 
community, financial community, and 
other sectors might be more diversified 
than traditionally believed. 
Owners of businesses comprised the 
largest group of leaders. 
Leaders in the study commumttes 
also tended to be rather well educated 
and to have lived in the community most 
of their adult Jives. About 40 percent of 
the leadership structure was composed of 
the institu tiona! policy leaders; i.e., those 
who were seen as leaders because they 
were heads of organizations or held other 
types of high status positions in the 
community. Thirty~even percent of the 
leaders were classified as institu tiona! 
leaders; i.e., from families whose back-
ground or experience provided them with 
leadership status. Another 21 percent 
of the leadership was composed of 
policy makers; i.e., those whose position 
required them to make policy decisions 
related to economic and community 
development (mayors, private developers, 
etc.). Only three out of 114 identified 
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leaders could be categorized as social 
activists. Thus, entrance into a leadership 
position apparently could best be attained 
either by working within an established 
organization and becoming recognized as 
one of the leaders of that organization or 
by being involved in community and 
economtc development. Additionally, 
leadership could be attained in these 
communities by assoctatton with a 
particular enterprise; for example, a 
branch industry, a branch of a financial 
institution, or a new expanded business 
enterprise. Community organizations still 
performed a valuable role in integrating, 
assimilating, and training new leadership 
for the community. Those community 
groups seemed fairly open, and those 
who wished to become involved in a 
community had an opportunity, through 
involvement and hard work, to do so. 
LOCATION OF STUDY CITIES 
Valentine • ~ r-v-1'--. ~ ~Lp O'Neill • 
Wesf Poi~t 1-- - ~ 
,___ __ 
I 
Broken Bow ~"""'~' 
Wahoo\ ~ • 
• Kimball Central~ • lr--\ 
Gothenburg • 1 
• I • Cozad Aurora \. N ~ jMinden Crete • 0 so miles Aub~rn • \ I I I I I I • 
Superi<: I 
REVIEW OF APPLIED URBAN RESEARCH 
Volume VI II 
Publ ished monthly by t he Center for Applied Urban Research as a 
public service and mailed free upon request in Nebraska. Annual 
subscription rate outside Nebraska $3.60. 
The University of Nebraska-An Equal Opportun ity/ 
Affirmative Action Educational Institution 
UN IVERSITY OF NEBRASKA AT OMAHA 
Delbert D. Weber, Chancellor 
COLLEGE OF PUBLIC AFFAIRS AND COMMUNITY SERVICE 
John E. Kerrigan, Dean 
CENTER FOR APPLIED URBAN RESEARCH 
Vincent J. Webb, Director 
Center for Applied Urban Research 
University of Nebraska at Omaha 
The Peter Kiewit Conference Center 
1313 Farnam on the Mall 
Omaha, Nebraska 68182 
Number J{$ 
The views and opinions expressed in the Review are those of the 
indiv idual authors and do not necessaril y represent those of t he 
University of Nebraska at Omaha. 
Murray Frost, Research Coordinator 
Jack Ruff, Coordinator of Housing Research and Community Service 
Genevieve Burch, David R. DiMartino, Pau l S. T. Lee, Senior Research 
Associates 
Barbara Kendrick, Project Coordinator 
Carol Ertl, Curriculum Development Specialist 
Michael T. Eskey, Senior Research Assistant 
Carole M. Davis, Joan V. Holley, Research/Community Development 
Assistants 
Yeshen J. Chen, Research Assistant 
Marian Meier, Editor 
Margaret Hein, Data Base Coordinator 
Joyce Carson, Betty Mayhew, Nancy Whittington, Janet Jensen, 
Clerical 
Address Correction Requested 
Return Postage Guaranteed 
NON-PROFIT ORG. 
U. S. Postage 
PAID 
Omaha, Nebraska 
Permit No. 301 
\ 
